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Research to Practice

Aliens in the Music Classroom?
Promoting Effective
Knowledge Exchange By Susan O'Neill

There is no shortage of discussion
in education today about how
dramatically different young

people's learning experiences are com-
pared to even a generation ago.
Increasingly fast-paced and high-tech
lives are associated with fragmented,
fluid, diffuse, and noisy music learning
experiences. Increased mobility, social
networking, mass media, globalization,
and multiculturalism have amplified
music learners' social connections and
their exposure to diverse music prac-
tices. Students have instantaneous
access to varied music resources, an
immeasurable amount of music choice.s,
and an unprecedented amount ot
autonomy over their own learning deci-
sions. In addition, there is a growing
media convergence culture whereby
unique combinations of old and new
forms of music production and con-
sumption have exploded boundaties
surrounding what constitutes tradition-
al musical knowledge.

Green and Bigum (1993) argue that
because young people today have grown
up in a computer-connected world that
has altered their body of knowledge or
know-how to such an extent, it is like
having "aliens in the classroom". It might
also be argued that in the current infor-
mation era, teachers and researchers can
also feel like aliens in the music class-
room. This can occur on many levels and
it is not always easy to unravel the layers
of complexity that are embedded in these
layers. Some of these layers may involve
technology, personal experience, popular
culture or other cultural understandings.
There is a sense that our knowledge base
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exists in isolation from other knowledge
bases and this can alienate students,
teachers, and researchers from one anoth-
er. Efforts to cross or bridge the gap can
appear overwhelming and insurmount-
able at times.

Tbere has been little progress beyond
merely describing the changed and
changing circumstances that contribute
to this so-called "knowledge gap". What
we need are research initiatives and ped-
agogical approaches that can actively and
coUaboratively address the challenges

unique combinations of
old and new forms of
music production and

consumption have
exploded boundaries

surrounding what con-
stitutes traditional

musical knowledge

that are generated by various gaps
between our different ways of knowing.
We need to maximize learning opportuni-
ties across a diverse range of knowledge
and find ways to assists students, teachers,
and researchers to exchange their knowl-
edge productively in a world where
change is the norm and novelty is the sta-
tus quo (Bigum &. Rowan, 2009).

A key condition that exacerbates a sense
of "aliens in the music classroom" is one
where the exchange of different forms of
knowledge or know-how is neither

encouraged nor valued. Instead, learners,
teachers, and researchers alike privilege
certain forms of knowledge over others.
This creates an authoritarian and/or prej-
udiced approach to knowledge that is
deemed different from one's own. And in
order for certain forms of knowledge to
remain privileged, they must be actively
policed. This is achieved through intoler-
ant practices that ignore, thwart, or sup-
press other knowledge, potential, and
possibilities. This inhibits learning oppor-
tunities that are capable of fostering the
reflection necessary for a critical sense of
the value of any musical knowledge —
including knowledge that will form part
of our undiscovered future musical world.

Increasingly, music learners are encoun-
tering uncertainties and contradictions
over what constitutes valued and valuable
forms of music knowledge in their every-
day lives. Different sociopolitical agendas
embedded in different music practices
obfuscate music learners' worldviews and
challenge them in personal and com-
pelling ways. Eor many young music learn-
ers, what constitutes a musician is inextri-
cably linked to famous people in the
media and entertainment industry. In a
study of 381 adolescents in England, we
found that the most valued role models in
music were famous musicians from popu-
lar culture. Musical aspects (e.g., whether
or not he/she played an instrument; pitch
accuracy or musical phrasing, etc.) was of
little importance in the reasons young
people gave for being inspired by their
musician role model. This was despite the
fact that these students had already expe-
rienced at least eight years of compulsory
classroom music education in schools.



Instead, it was the role model's dedication,
image, and resiliency in the face of adver-
sity that young people valued most (Ivaldi
and O'Neill, 2010). These values, as well
as the central rt)le that music plays in stu-
dents' emotional lives, create a particular
lens through which knowledge ahout
music is evaluated. Too often, these eval-
uations are considered at odds with many
formal or school music education agendas.

To promote effective knowledge
exchange in music education we must
study the values that underpin both our
research and practice, not just as they arc-
represented in idealized discourses and
slogans, hut as they live within and
among particular learning communities
(students, teachers, researchers). What if
we simply shift our focus in music educa-
tion research and practice so that we
emphasize musical values more? This
would require us to move beyond merely
asking the question "what do I know?" or
"what should I know?" and engage as well
in more reflective thinking ahout musical
values by asking the question "why might
this knowledge be important or useful?"
Values serve as points for orientation
through the diverse knowledge that exists
in our world. Values contrihute to the
way that knowledge is constructed, used,
and exchanged hoth now and in the
future. And, of course, values influence
all sorts of decisions that individuals
make ahout music learning, such as
whether or not they will continue with
lifelong music learning, whether or not
they will attend concerts and what kind
of concerts they will attend, whether or
not they will want their own children to
learn music, whether or not they will sup-
port the arts and music in the schools and
communities in which they live.

Values have an odd life cycle, one that
transcends the dichotomy hetween the
individual and the social. Values are never
born solely within one person, hut they
can only thrive — or fail to develop —
within relationships hetween individuals.
Only through critical reflection and dia-
logue, can students, practitioners, and
researchers create the conditions and cir-
cumstances in which they can search
together coUahoratively for a more effec-
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tivc musical knowledge exchange. The
future world of music education is not
something that is fixed and we just have
to sit around and wait for its arrival.
Students, teachers, and researchers are
not passive recipients hut active construc-
tors of the future knowledge base of music
education. This is important to recognize
because it means that what counts as
knowledge or know-how in the music
classroom is always evolving. This creates
new and exciting opportunities hut at the
same time it creates harriers or constraints
that are particularly difficult to overcome
when knowledge exchange is non-exis-
tent or ineffective. Too often the respon-
sihility for adjusting to these challenging
or even alienating situations rests on the
shoulders of individuals. We often exacer-
hate prohlems hy denying their reality
instead of seeking a vision for a collahora-
tive, inquiry-based or problem-solving
approach that is capahle of fostering effec-
tive knowledge exchange in our music
education research and practice.

How can we promote effective knowledge
exchange? Knowledge exchange is a con-
cept that has developed ptimarily outside
of mainstream education hy the
Canadian Health Services Research
Foundation (CHSRF). The CHSRF has
developed a set of principles, models and
guidelines for promoting knowledge
exchange in Canada's healthcare system.
They adopted the term knowledge
exchange to address some of the concerns
ahout the term knowledge transfer.
According to the CHSRF, knowledge
exchange is ahout "coUahorative proh-
lem-solving hetween researchers and

recurring motifs
research to practice

decision makers that happens through
linkage and exchange. Effective knowl-
edge exchange involves interaction
between decision makers and researchers
and results in mutual learning through
the process of planning, producing, dis-
seminating, and applying existing or new
research in decision-making." Canadian
Health Services Research Foundation
( http://www.chsrf.org/keys/glossary_e.php ).

A key assumption hehind knowledge
exchange is that students, practitioners,
and researchers are often separate groups
with distinct cultures and perspectives on
knowledge. The idea that neither
researchers nor practitioners may fully
appreciate the other's world has heen
referred to as the "two-communities the-
ory" (Wingens, 1990). Knowledge
exchange involves hringing together
researchers and practitioners (and 1
would add students here as well) and
facilitating their interaction. It hegins
with coUahorating on determining the
research question and continues through
the entire research process that includes
applying the knowledge that emerges
through this coUahorative process. This
ongoing exchange and knowledge trans-
fer ensures that the knowledge generated
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is relevant and applicable to practitioners
(and students) as well as useful to
researchers. Graham et al, (2006) describe
this knowledge to action process as, "n
cycle leading to implementation or appli-
cation of knowledge" (p. 20). The process
is considered to be complex and challeng-
ing as well as iterative and organic.

An interesting component of the
CHSRF's knowledge exchange action
cycle is the inclusion of a "barriers
assessment phase". During this phase,
"those wanting to bring about change
(implementers or change agents) should assess for potential
barriers that may impede or limit uptake of the knowledge so
that these barriers may be targeted and hopefully overcome or
diminished by intervention strategies. The barriers assessment
should also identify supports or facilitators that can be taken
advantage of (p. 20). Knowledge from research and personal
experience can be used to identify potential barriers to knowl-
edge use and implementation strategies. The goal at each stage
of the research is not only to help develop the trustworthiness

A key assumption
behind knov\/ledge

exchange is that stu-
dents, practitioners,
and researchers are

often separate groups
with distinct cultures
and perspectives on

knowledge.

of the research, but also to strengthen
the likelihood of more effective uptake
of the knowledge that is generated.
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Also of interest in the CHSRF's knowl-
edge exchange program is the concept of
knowledge brokering. Knowledge broker-
ing is about bringing people together, such
as students, teachers, researchers, or policy
makers - to facilitate their interaction and
build relationships. The goal is to better
understand each other's knowledge base or
know-how, regardless of whether it is
based on formal or informal learning.

Knowledge brokering also helps individuals communicate and
understand each other's knowledge and abilities, as well as sustain
and maintain effective knowledge exchanges. It helps them to
navigate through available knowledge and sources of research,
and helps decision makers establish their priorities. It also helps
students, teachers, and researchers identify emerging issues that
research could help address. Finally, it helps create a network of
knowers with shared or common interests.

Although the practice of knowledge brokering and knowledge
exchange is not new, increased efforts to recognize, organize, and
evaluate its effectiveness within the field of music education
research and practice is an intriguing one that seems worthy of
our attention. If we can succeed in promoting effective knowl-
edge exchange, then learners, practitioners, and researchers will
feel less like "aliens in the classroom" and more empowered to
reach their full potential. CME
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